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FINAL REPORT AND PROJECT SUMMARY

This report presents a summary of the activities and findings of the project Process

Analysis as a Means to Error Reduction in the Food Stamp Program. The project goal

focused on a systematic and exploratory effort to identify and quantify successful

management initiatives which could improve the accuracy of State case processing for the

Food Stamp Program. Accurate case processing was del'reed in the project as low levels of

Food Stamp Program allotment dollar errors, either in terms of the proportion of State cases

having incorrect dollar issuances(the case error rate), or the proportion of total State Food

Stamp Program allotment dollars issued in error (the payment error rate). State error rate

statistics axe measured systematically by the National Integrated Quality Control System

(NIQCS), which uses a standardized case review methodology to measure and report on State

Quality Control (QC) case and payment error rates.

This report contains six sections. Section A provides an overview to the project by

describing the project background and results. Section B describes the activities of Phase I

and how the information collected in this Phase resulted in the development of the Error

Controls Profile of effective error reduction strategies. Section C examines the design,

methodology, and implementation of Phase II for the assessment of the Error Controls

Proffie and the Contingency Model. Section D describes the results of the Error Controls

Profile activities of the three participating States. Section E relates the results of the

econometric Contingency Model estimation and the development of the Lotus program.

Finally, Section F presents conclusions from the project and considerations for interpretation

of the findings.

A. OVERVIEW

The project operated under a two-phase structure which focused on collecting

information about effective error reduction management initiatives, and investigating whether

these initiatives can be transferred to assist States struggling with high or increasing error

rates.

S37_.C
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o enter current State or local error rate data to permit the model to
assess error reduction potential;

o quantify an estimate of the impact of an error reduction management
initiative by entering or changing the model's parameter values for
that initiative; and

o estimate the impact of a selected management initiative on the error
rate and print an analysis report.

Several factors must be considered in understanding the estimated error reduction

results in the project.

o All treatment sites reported changes as a result of project
participation. Measurable impacts in error reduction awareness,
heightened morale, worker empowerment, renewed perspectives, and
revitalized error reduction interest were substantively important
outcomes.

o To be effective, Error Controls Prorlle factors must be
implemented in a manner consistent with the error reduction
characteristics documented in Phase I. As was the case with Field
Staff Commitment to Error Reduction in this project, deviations from
the factor characteristics identified in Phase I compromised the error
reduction potential.

o Effective implementation in one Error Controls Proffie factor
unavoidably launched activity under other factors. The factors as
documented in Phase I provided guidance for planning of an error
reduction program. However, as evident in the experiences of this
project, the factors themselves generated an environment and focus
which naturally lead to enhancement of corrective action activity.

o The level of error reduction depended on who, how, and length of
implementation. The Error Controls Profile required the buy-in of
all State and local staff, and the mxe_l planning of an effective
implementation. Additionally, the evaluation of error reduction
success depended upon the timing of the impact measurement. For
New York's well-implemented Training initiative, the project's
relatively short implementation period is believed to be the central
reason why the project did not capture training's error rate reduction
impacts.

o The economic and social environment influenced error reduction

outcomes. The economic recession throughout the project's 1992
implementation period was suspected of diminishing error reduction

- 4 - 837M2
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impacts, particularly in New York and West Virginia where the
analysis found the economic climate to be more negatively affected.

o States should consider the Error Controls Prof'de and Contingency
Model results as a first step in a new methodology to formalize
error reduction modeling. The parameters obtained in the project
axe specific to the States, activities, and circumstances in the treatment
sites. Nonetheless, these error reduction parameters axe the best data
available to States at this time. FNS encourages State and local
offices to investigate, refine, and customiTe these parameters to reflect
more closely their own circumstances, and then to share with FNS
and other States resulting changes in the predictive power of the
model.

B. PHASE I ACTIVITIES

Phase I identified and researched States that had effectively reduced their Food Stamp

Program error rates, or maintained low Food Stamp error rates. These error reduction

structures and practices in the States were then compared in order to discover and synthesize

any similarities in operations or management practices related to effective error rate

performances.

1. ON-SITE STATE VISITS

To identify the universe of candidate States for study in Phase I, FiNS used State

NIQCS error rate data for 1982 through 1986. From an initial list of 23 States, MAXIMUS

conducted telephone interviews with the FNS Regional Offices to obtain delailed information

concerning the State corrective action structure. The telephone interviews ur_:l a

standardized telephone interview guide, organized into topic areas. Based on the findings of

these interviews, nine sites were selected for continued study using on-site visits:

0 .A!nnkn,

O Arkansas,

o California (two separate sites: - Sacramento County and San Diego
County),

o Connecticut,

o Kentucky,
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o New Hampshire,

o South Dakota, and

o Utah.

To collect further details on the State error reduction operations, MAXIMUS

conducted a telephone interview with each State, exploring the corrective action structure in

detail. An additional telephone interview guide was developed for the State telephone calls.

Each call with a State lasted one hour or longer and involved several key State staff persons.

A major purpose of the telephone interviews was to develop on-site visit protocols and

procedures. The findings of the State telephone interviews were formally presented to FNS

for review, along with a description of the proposed State on-site protocol and methodology.

For each site visit, two MAXIMUS staff members spent three days on site at each

State. In California, where two counties were selected as study sites, two MAXIMUS staff

persons each spent one day with State-level staff, and either two or three days each with

county-level staff of the two selected counties.

The on-site protocol consisted of 11 separate component parts, with each component

targeting separate functions of the corrective action process:

o Director/Administrator of the State Agency division in which the
Food Stamp Program was based,

o Food Stamp Program Specialist,

o AFDC ProgramSpecialist,

o Policy Development function,

o Quality Control function,

o Corrective Action function,

o Training function,

o Field Coordination/Management function,

o Regional Administrator/Manager function,

o Local Office, and

o Management Information function.

- 6 - 1ff75.C
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The on-site protocol guides each contained a series of questions relating to that

component's role in the error reduction process. Often, because of overlapping functions and

staff assignments, some of the same questions appeared in more than one component. Each

protocol component addressed the general topic categories listed below:

o error reduction organizational structure,

o State-identified effective practices,

o State/local relationship,

o State Quality Control data sources,

o development of supplementary data,

o error identification,

o process used to develop and select error reduction actions,

o process used to implement error reduction initiatives,

o monitoring of error reduction activities,

o evaluation of error reduction actions implemented, and

o State systems, and system input and output documents.

In addition to the information collected in the question response guides, State

respondents were asked to rank the top five error reduction factors which in their estimation

most contributed to effective error reduction in the State. Two lists of factors were presented

for ranking: a list of programmatic elements and a list of management elements. These lists

were compiled from factors mentioned by State staff during the telephone interview.

Analysis of these results showed a strong consensus within and among States regarding the

most important factors for error reduction.

2. PHASE I ERROR CONTROLS PROFILE HNDINGS

Phase I site visits identified the diversity of management initiatives which exist to

produce effective error reduction programs. There was no single standard "model" for error

reduction. Instead, analysis and synthesis of the interview and questionmire responses led to

the construction of an Error Control Proffie of error reduction which included nine factors

present in each -- or a majority of -- the sites.

7 837_c
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Exhibit 1 introduces the Error Controls Prof'de Model and summarizes the conclusions

regarding the characteristics of these factors which impact error reduction. The nine Error

Controls Prof'fie factors of Exhibit 1 were judged to have a positive error reduction impact.

For each factor, the exhibit describes those characteristics which were identified in the sites

as essential to the effective implementation.

Exhibit 1
ELEMENTS OF THE ERROR CONTROLS PROFILE

AND CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE IMPLEMENTATION

1. Top Man.lament Commit to Error Redue_tJon

Accountability established

Error reduction is made pert of the job of top level managers and lubordinate manager, down to the
supervisor (unit) level. Along with the relponlibility It Ill levels of the organization goss the
accountability for results. Mechanisms are eat in place for regular performance monitoring.

Tone eat by management
The commitment of top management is demonstrated by encournging involvement of staff at ell

levets in error reduction planning and activities, being receptive to staff input, constantly paying
attention to error rates, showing enthusiasm for error reduction activities, and communicating

frequently about results - good or bed.

Pemonal Involvement

This level of commitment is demonstrated by the dWact involvement of agency top managers in the

corrective action process, setting goals end performance expectations, constantly communicating
concern for error reduction end prevention, and investing the resources necessary for the agency's
correctWe active program.

2. Field 8toff Commllmet_ to rafter Reduction

Pemonel Inveetment/"buy-in"

Field staff is aware of, understands, and internalized the goals of the Stste's corrective action
process

AooountabllEty

Within the local office (or unit) the field manager (or eupervmor) is given the tools and flexibility to

manege the work and accepts responsibility for reducing or preventing errors, thus fixing
accountability.

InvelvememU!_ng pan of the
Management solicits the active perticipstion of staff it ell levels in error reduction, error prevention,

and formal corrective action processes. The staff is substantively involved in committees,

meetings, plane, and activities related to corrective action.

Owna_hlp
The 'bottom-up' process involves field staff in developing corrective action pler_ and initiatives.

The staff feels a sense of ownership of the initiatives end products, and therefore hoe · stake in
the results.

Local office pempeatlvelwof_blky et Ihs local level
The involvement of the local office staff in developing plans and initistivea tailored to the needs end

realities of their offices ensures input from the individuals most knowledgeable about local office
casa processing.

- 8 - 13r75-c
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Exhibit 1 (continued)
ELEMENTS OF THE ERROR CONTROLS PROFILE

AND CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE IMPLEMENTATION

3. Con_ivs Action 8tincture end RegponslblUty

Porvaalvanua of activities

The pervasiveness of corrective action organizations end processes may be defined as:

o 'top-down coordination and support for Stetewide corrective action activities, demonstrated
through analysis end dissemination of error data, frequent communication about error rates and

problems0 and clear delineation of goals end expectations;
o · "bottom-up" corrective action structure, such thet the various levels of corrective action

activities funnel into the State effort;

o internalization of support for error reduction goals by local managers end staff; end
o s focus on corrective action st the field level, which promotes field staff 'ownership" of the

corrective action process end products,

ACtiVlti.um at aB organizational level,
Although many different organizations and processes may be used to develop, implement, monitor,
end evaluate corrective actions, effective sites are characterized by active correction action

organizations end activities clown to the lowest (unit) level. Structures and practices, such es the
following, ere evidence of the active involvement of staff at alt organizational levels:

o active participation of local office staff in State level and/or sub-State level Corrective Action
Committees;

o active involvement of all levels of staff in the development of Corrective Action Plans applicable
to their own offices - with those plans subsequently being incorporated into the plans of higher
organizational levels; and

o analyses and dissemination of information concerning error trends end causes, including uss of
supervisory and/or second party case review results, to develop and fine tune corrective action
initiatives.

,,,,,,

Top management actively involved and showing interest

The active involvement of top management in the State's corrective action program may be
demonstrated in such diverse ways ss:

o standardizing end disseminating Food Stamp Program policies and procedures to reduce errors;
o providing the necessary training to meet error reduction needs;
o establishing corrective action structures, processes, and standards, end providing visible

support, including maintaining supervisory end staff focus on error reduction and providing
motivation to achieve results;

o sharing responsibility for error reduction end holding subordinate managers and local staff
accountable;

o participating actively {end enthusiastically} in corrective action meetings, end making error
reduction a topic st other meetings;

o stressing error prevention, rather then error correction;
o articulating error reduction galls and assigning areas for concentration; end

o being receptive to new end innovative methods, especially the euggestion_ of field staff for
error reduction initiatives.

Wide Imntelpetio,
Breadth of staff psrticWation in correction action ectivitle$ mey be demonstrated by:
o Stetewide or regional annual meetings involving staff et Itl levels, from field end program or

other agency lupport arms, to develop plane end initiatives; end
o continuing communication throughout the agency both

from the top down, regarding error rates end error reduction goals end performance, end
from the bottom up, regerding local office initiatives, suggestions, and problems.

l,,u
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